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Presentation to the Joint City of Windsor and Essex County Council Meeting on Economic Development and Tourism – November 10, 2004 in Essex

The Chamber is here today to urge municipal governments in our region to make Economic Development a top priority, coincident with resolving the Border situation. The Chamber will provide more detailed recommendations in due time. 

Recognizing that economic factors have reshaped the market place, our Chamber has long identified the need to address the Economic Development model much more vigorously, to create conditions for a new regional Economic Development structure and to open the process for the business community to have its rightful place in enhancing the process. 

The Need for a New Economic Development Focus

In the course of the past several years we have been faced with a difficult business environment. Our Tourism and Hospitality industry has declined because of factors beyond our control and the local economy, very much in step with the national economy, has been characterized more by uncertainty than anything else. 

Our presentation will, however, focus on Economic Development. We feel that Tourism is adequately addressed in the region and we strongly agree with keeping Tourism and Economic Development areas separated.   

Increased global competition, unfavorable exchange rates for our Canadian dollar and a slowing manufacturing sector in the United States, our key export market, make our local economy even more vulnerable to the changes we face. These are not just temporary circumstances; it’s not doing business as usual. What would help our prospects to keep our current economic position is economic growth. 

Significant growth, however, is very dependent on new direct investment in our geographic region. More precisely, we need investment with strong potential for creating jobs. We need to give the world a reason to invest in the region. We have stumbled on this reality.

Prior to the last Municipal election, the Chamber surveyed its members on the importance of various policy issues. Results from the survey spoke for themselves.

Advancing regional economic development and having a strategy to bring stronger growth and development were overwhelmingly supported. Our members told us this issue was very important to them, and second in importance only to resolving the Border situation. Our mandate is to act on these issues.  

To understand why this has become critical to our future, we can refer to the fact that we do not see prospective investors lined up to invest heavily in our region. In fact, we are hearing why not to invest in our region. We need to be reminded that filling this funnel today will bring results only in three or five years from now. It is not a projection. It is a reality. In this respect we are behind the game already. 

We know that we must engage decision makers with a united front. For the City, Town or County to consider anything but cooperation is to take the wrong turn in the road. Together we must demonstrate the advantages of our region to potential investors. Most importantly, we have to do it now.

As we speak for business, big and small, we offer to be a fair and honest broker in the process of finding a progressive, innovative strategy and a committed and effective structure to oversee its progress. We need action as time and opportunities pass us by. 

The Current Process and Future Economic Development Structure

The Chamber nurtured the impetus of the Windsor and Essex County Development Commission in 1957 and has since relied on this organization to be the lead in actively seeking new economic development for our region. When the model was relevant and effective the Chamber stepped out of the way. 

We strongly believe this organization can still be viable if the same is restructured. Speaking in favor of the CAO’s Report, the needed reorganization of the Commission should come after the process of finding the right Economic Development strategy for our region. 

The restructured Commission should demonstrate initiative, entrepreneurship, and a determination to create something new. It should include both a new name and a new location, either in proximity or side by side with the Windsor & District Chamber of Commerce. We believe that the future Economic Development structure would rightfully remain regional in its composition and outlook. This equitable arrangement is paramount.

There is a critical path that must be implemented before we see an improved and reenergized economic development structure with a good prospect for success in its core mission. You have identified this critical path in the CAO report. We urge those who are identified on that path to take their first step and follow through with their commitment. 

There is an important role in the Economic Development area that our Business Community would be glad to embrace. It is a leadership assist role, with responsibility to bring new investment to our region. A new, focused and reinvigorated Economic Development establishment led by a business driven Board of Directors could be the right incentive for the Business Community to take this active role.  

The Windsor & District Chamber of Commerce is offering to be the catalyst of the process that will bring this vision into existence. In this region, we have the blueprint of what is needed. The critical path we need to put in motion will create the substance to stand this blueprint. However, we need to work relentlessly to create the soul for this important initiative. 

Remember that our local economy and our jobs depend on the outcome. Our business community and our region as a whole deserve nothing less than our best collective effort.
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